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Chapter Il 


Transportation Crises 


This chapter involves crises and near-crises relating to transportation. 
They show that crisis communicators must cope with near-crises and 
preventing crises, and that job is nearly as demanding as actual tragedies. 


Case: Holland America Line and 
Cruise Crises 


This crisis features the multitude of crises one corporation can face. 
It advises and warns all organizations to be aware and prepared for all 
possibilities. 

When cruise lines do crisis communications and crisis management 
plans, the worst case scenario is the sinking of a ship and lives lost. The 
last luxury liner to sink was the Andrea Doria in 1956. It collided with 
another ship (the Stockholm) en route from Italy to New York. Unlike 
the Titanic, there were enough lifeboats for all passengers—the 46 
fatalities (out of 1,706 persons aboard) resulted from the collision. 

Like the Titanic, the Andrea Doria was considered “unsinkable.” 
Because of these two sea tragedies, cruise lines don’t use the word 
“unsinkable” in their marketing. Advances in shipbuilding and strict 
safety precautions have made the loss of lives due to sinking very unlikely. 

However, cruise lines (as well as many other companies and organ- 
izations) must expect the possibility of numerous crises, and publics expect 
a response from their crisis communicators. Crises or negative news stories 
about any one cruise line can affect future bookings. Any crisis at sea 
deters potential passengers from taking cruises on any cruise line. Unlike 
flying, cruising is an elective form of travel; no one has to cruise. Therefore, 
cruise lines such as Holland America Line must do their best to persuade 
past, current, and future customers that cruising is safe, luxurious, 
relaxing, exciting, enjoyable—all the positive adjectives that add up to 
making cruising popular. 

Some call cruise ships floating hotels, but others go so far as to describe 
them as contained floating cities. As a form of transportation, almost 
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anything can happen. Storms, hurricanes, collisions, hijackings, drunken- 
ness, missing persons, person overboard, fire onboard, sickness of many 
kinds, food poisoning, natural deaths, spousal abuse, airport shutdowns, 
power outages, oil spills, kidnapping, theft, and violence are some of them. 

Holland America Line is owned by Carnival Cruise Lines and is 
registered in the Netherlands. In 2010 there were 15 ships offering nearly 
500 cruises to 320 ports in more than 100 countries in all seven continents. 
Passengers come from all over the world. The ships must follow law in 
the Netherlands and typically the United States as well as in the countries 
of port cities. 

Under the leadership of Sally Andrews (see Figure 11.1), Holland 
America Line manages its crises and issues through the Public Relations 
Department. Sally and director Erik Elvejord (see Figure 11.2) act as its 
primary crisis communicators and spokespeople. The department includes 
the following areas: Media Relations, Social Media, Crisis Communica- 
tions, Internal Communications, Corporate Giving, Event Planning, 
Inaugural Events, and Writing. 

Each area serves the company proactively in building good relationships 
with publics—customers, travel agents, port officials and employees, news 
media, and others. Each area also serves to prevent crises. If all the areas 
run smoothly, crises are less likely to occur. However, when a crisis does 
occur, the PR team is usually front and center as the primary spokes- 
persons and communicators. 


Figure 11.1 Sally Andrews heads Holland America Line’s Public Relations 
Department as Vice President. She usually learns about crises 
first and passes the information to the rest of the staff. 
Photo courtesy of Holland America Line. 
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Figure 11.2 Erik Elvejord is Director, Public Relations, Holland America Line, and 
Mary Schimmelman is Manager. They are seated at the media relations 


station of the company’s incident command center. Photo courtesy of 
Holland America Line. 


The Public Relations Department reports to the Executive Vice 
President, Marketing, Sales and Guest Programs, and to the CEO of 
Holland America Line who reports to the CEO of Carnival. 


Case l: Passengers as Non-Expert Experts 


The Titanic’s officers had to use Morse code to notify other ships that it 
was in trouble, and the world did not know the full story until the 
surviving passengers reached New York, days after the ship sank. Just a 
few years ago, the company and the Public Relations Department would 
be notified by ship personnel when a crisis occurred. Today, with cell 
phones and computers, news media and people worldwide often know 
of an incident at sea before the cruise line company does. This compounds 
the crisis, because people frequently do not get the facts correct, and 
undoing false information is extremely difficult. Non-expert experts are 
people who speak as if they are knowledgeable and have authority when 
actually their appeal is based on emotions and excitement (see page 295). 
These passenger non-expert experts are the spokespersons who often use 
exaggeration when describing situations to the news media. 

Also, the news media, especially television news reporters, seek stories 
from “real people” because they are perceived to be more interesting than 
a boring spokesperson with facts. 

Onboard illnesses such as the Norwalk-like virus (NLV) are probably 
the most expected crisis when hundreds of people are gathered in one place 
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for a long period of time. The ships take precautions by washing down 
the ship after each cruise; they even wash the poker chips in the casino 
and throw away the playing cards (see Figure 11.3). Viruses are spread 
when individuals, even though they are warned, do not take precautions 
to avoid communicable diseases. So the diseases spread despite the fact 
that the cruise ship staff do all they can to prevent them. 

Elvejord was in San Diego in spring, 2009, to meet the news media 
at the port where a Holland America Line ship had Norwalk virus 
victims. A passenger had sent emails to the news media that two people 
had died, 200 were sick, and the ship was in quarantine. The “facts” were 
erroneous. No one had died, there were 106 who were affected during 
the entire length of the cruise. The ship was not quarantined. The 
passenger spokesperson also falsely claimed to be sick and quarantined. 
When Elvejord arrived, he found reporters who wanted to believe the 
passenger—the non-expert expert—and not the cruise line as it was a 
much more interesting news story, so he had to battle cameras and 
a barrage of questions. 

Elvejord checked the websites of three of the news organizations and 
found the incorrect facts and also a quote attributed to him that he knew 
nothing about. He was quoted as saying, “They were puking, having 


Figure | 1.3 After a ship returns from a cruise and passengers disembark, the crew 
washes all the poker chips and throws away all the playing cards in 
the casino so that new passengers are not exposed to germs left 
by previous guests. That’s a small part of the stern-to-bow 
cleanup process. 
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diarrhea and in quarantine.” Holland America Line received many calls 
from other news organizations and individuals who had seen this 
misinformation. 

Knowing that the reporting was misinformation, he contacted the news 
organizations and corrected the information. He said that after that 
incident, he always checked the websites first and made sure the online 
information was correct sooner. 


Case 2: The Bungee Jumper 


A 36-year-old would-be stuntman/daredevil sought to get attention to his 
bravery and skills by jumping from the middle span of the Lions Gate 
Bridge in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, to Holland America 
Line’s MS Veendam as it passed under the bridge. 

There was a stuntmen’s convention nearby, and the man, Dean Sullivan, 
thought if he succeeded at the stunt, he would get the attention of people 
at the convention. 

Sullivan said, “This was no way some whimsical thing.” He said he 
had planned it for more than two years. He checked traffic flow charts 
figuring out how to get to the bridge on time, reviewed tide times 
and boat layouts including the location of boat mainstays. He said, “The 
planning also included security protocols for the port of Vancouver 
and research on where people stood on cruise ships leaving the port of 
Vancouver.” He found out that people gather at the bow or the stern, 
so he prepared to reach the ship in a less populated spot so no one would 
get hurt. He said, “I would rather hurt myself than someone else.” He 
studied weather and itineraries for the ship, had custom anchors for the 
bridge built, two-way radios secured, and he said he practiced. 

On the chosen day, the weather was overcast, which was perfect for 
Sullivan because few people would be on the deck. He had a driver 
get him to the bridge on time, secured himself to the span with 227 feet 
of rope in a custom-made bag. He knew the Veendam would pass under 
the bridge 270 feet above the water. He had a knife attached to himself 
so he could cut the rope once onboard. So he jumped. 

The bag holding the rope did not deploy on time, putting the jump off 
by mere seconds. By the time he jumped, the ship had traveled about 12 
knots. He said, “Holy s***! I was flying toward the deck of the ship at 
an incredible speed.” He bounced off the netting covering the ship’s tennis 
court, struck his head on a railing, and the ship sailed off leaving him 
dangling in mid-air. He was not seriously injured; a witness said he saw 
him light a cigarette after being picked up by a water taxi. He said his 
face was “cut pretty good.” He was arrested and charged with criminal 
mischief. Evaluating his feat, he said he was on the ship’s netting for about 
two seconds, so technically he made it. If he had not lost those few 
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seconds and landed successfully, he had planned to stay onboard until he 
was forced to leave. 

Passengers on the back deck of the ship saw the incident and told the 
crew. The Coast Guard, advised by passers-by, told the captain. It could 
have been so much more unfortunate. A man hitting the side of a cruise 
ship is similar to a mosquito hitting the windshield of a moving car. 
Sullivan was very lucky. This could have been a tragic story with the 
Holland America Line name in it, something the cruise line would never 
welcome though it was totally innocent. 

Elvejord was contacted by a Vancouver television station. He answered 
questions about the ship’s route, what was happening onboard, that no 
one on the ship was injured, etc. He told the news media that the ship 
followed standard procedure, that the incident slowed the ship down— 
inconveniencing passengers—because the Coast Guard asked the ship to 


dock. 


Case 3: Immigrant Rescue 


Holland America Line experienced a crisis of sorts after a ship’s crew 
members thought they spied a man overboard and soon found themselves 
involved in rescuing refugees immigrating to seek a better life. 

The MS Noordam was approaching Kusadasi, Turkey, in the Aegean 
Sea early one morning when crew members cleaning the deck heard a 
shout in the distance and saw a person in the water. Notifications were 
made and personnel began its man overboard (MOB) procedure returning 
to the site of the sighting. The captain sent a fast rescue boat to search 
for the person in the water. Then, suddenly, they saw three persons 
wearing life jackets yelling for help on the port side of the ship, then there 
were more on the starboard side and others in front of the ship. 

One officer said he thought they were survivors of a sunken pleasure 
boat. The rescue boat holds only six passengers and there were many more 
people needing to be rescued. The MS Noordam sent a Mayday signal 
asking for assistance, but no other vessels would stop. The ship’s hotel 
manager explained, “The other vessels are so used to people in the water 
that if they have brown skin, they just call the Coast Guard.” So the MS 
Noordam sent out additional rescue boats and plucked 22 persons out 
of the sea. One infant had drowned. 

The survivors were taken to non-public areas of the ship, fed, clothed, 
and seen by a medical team. They were from Somalia, Iran, Iraq, and 
Palestine and had been in a refugee house in Turkey. They wanted to go 
to a Greek island where they hoped to get jobs and live under human 
rights laws, but the motorboat they hired had capsized in rough seas. 

Over the last decade, thousands of people have died attempting to get 
to better lands of opportunity in unseaworthy boats. The ship morally 


EBSCOhost - printed on 11/30/2023 11:06 AM via RUTGERS UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use 


Transportation Crises 287 


was obligated to save the refugees from what would have been certain 
death, but it was obligated by international law to disembark rescued 
persons at the next port of call, which was in Turkey, from where the 
people had fled. 

Holland America Line held the ship in Kusadasi an extra day while 
diplomats from the Netherlands, the United States, and Great Britain took 
up the issue of repatriating the refugees with the Turkish government. 
This delayed the ship’s schedule and meant that the cruise would have to 
skip one of its ports of call, angering passengers who were looking forward 
to going to Malta. Some of them may have considered Malta to be the 
highlight of the trip, and now they would not get there. It also meant that 
Holland America Line would lose revenue on shore excursions and 
vendors in Malta would suffer economically. 

Andrews said, 


Holland America Line has a very deep sense of its humanitarian role 
as well as a commitment to service and our guests. As this situation 
played out, we kept our guests informed so they understood the 
situation. Even though we missed a port, they did understand the 
reasons behind it and nearly everyone supported this. 


The ship’s hotel manager said they sent out to guests several statements 
from the captain, both written and verbal, to apologize and give partial 
refunds. At the end of the cruise, the ship’s officers and staff made a 
presentation to the passengers relating details of the incident, and they 
received a standing ovation. 

The Public Relations Department issued a news release to travel media 
and those who were following the story. 


Nature’s Crisis 


Cruises are often affected by severe storms and hurricanes. Executive 
management and crisis teams make decisions about alternate routes and 
changes of itineraries to ensure the safety of passengers while providing 
them with a pleasurable experience. Crisis communicators regularly 
disseminate messages to several stakeholders. 

Key among them are: persons aboard ships directly affected by an 
impending storm; employees who live in the path of a storm; families of 
employees who live in the path of a storm; travel agents with clients 
currently aboard affected ships; travel agents whose clients’ future travel 
plans may be affected; and the travel industry news media. 

Elvejord and Andrews say they use virtually all news media, travel 
desks, and news desks: 
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We use PR Newswire and post on our website if the event is large 
enough, then we keep a log of those working the story to always send 
updates. We now use social media—Twitter and Facebook—though 
we did not at that time. Other publics we have to reach are port officials, 
airlines, travel agents, vendors, visitors, and shore excursion operators. 


Case 4: Hurricane Changes Ship’s Itinerary 


September 2 


When Hurricane Frances threatened the coast of Florida in September, 
2004, the staff on the MS Zuiderdam delivered a letter to passengers on 
September 2, reading that the Coast Guard had closed Port Everglades 
(at Fort Lauderdale) to incoming vessels. The ship would be unable to 
dock there as the scheduled point of disembarkation two days later. 

The letter indicated Holland America Line would re-book passengers 
on later airlines if flights were missed. Also, Holland America Line would 
provide motor coaches to other airports when it could dock in Fort 
Lauderdale. Further, it gave passengers a website and a toll-free phone 
number they could pass on to family and friends to keep them updated 
on the changing situation. 

On the same day, letters were sent to travel agents with clients booked 
on the September 4 sailing, informing them that the cruise would be 
shortened from seven to six days and there would be one less port stop. 
It gave each passenger a choice of a total refund or a discount and onboard 
credit for a future cruise. Whenever passengers are inconvenienced, 
benefits are offered. 

A news release to consumers, the travel trade, local reporters, and the 
website was sent announcing the itinerary change due to the hurricane 
and why. It stressed that safety was paramount and that the passengers 
were enjoying an extra day of cruising in calm seas away from the storm. 


September 3 


By the next day, Hurricane Frances had weakened, and the plan was that 
the ship would dock in Fort Lauderdale on the morning of September 5— 
a Sunday—a day later than scheduled. The letter that day also offered 
passengers an opportunity to stay onboard for the next sailing at a reduced 
rate. Several took advantage of the opportunity. 

A letter went to travel agents with clients aboard the then current cruise 
advising them of the situation and the air travel issue. A letter went to 
Holland America Line employees and their families living in the path 
of the hurricane; the letter informed them that if they were thinking of 
evacuation, they might think of evacuating to the safety of the Zuiderdam 
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at a greatly reduced rate ($149 per person for a one-week cruise) since 
several passengers would likely cancel. Employees enjoy those special 
benefits regularly. 


September 4 


An early letter on September 4 indicated the plan was still to dock in Fort 
Lauderdale the following morning, and that, until then, the ship would 
be navigated far from the storm and would cruise the beautiful calm seas 
and sunny skies of the Gulf of Mexico until it could safely approach Fort 
Lauderdale. However, it was later announced that nature had made its 
own plans and that the ship could not dock until Monday, September 6 
and that the scheduled Saturday departure would depart on September 
6, two days later than scheduled and with a change of ports of call. 

Again, passengers were offered an opportunity to stay onboard for the 
next cruise if staterooms were available, anticipating that some of the 
booked passengers would cancel because they were unable or unwilling 
to take the delayed shortened cruise and/or unable to get to Fort 
Lauderdale. 

Another announcement news release went out explaining the extended 
delay and the change of ports. 


September 5 


The Zuiderdam actually reached port on Sunday September 5, a day 
earlier than predicted, and delivered letters to thank guests for their 
patience and give them instructions to make disembarkation and 
rebooking of flights easier. 

Some stayed onboard for the Monday embarkation and a five-day 
cruise. Some Holland American employees made quick decisions to take 
a few days off and join the cruise at a discounted rate (a perk of the job). 
The company communicated with cruise customers through sales 
representatives so that they received the communications in their own 
languages. 


Crisis Management Also Includes Communications 


Holland America Line’s 13,500 seagoing employees on all 15 ships must 
participate in fire and “abandon ship” drills monthly. Upon boarding a 
vessel, crew members receive crisis management and human behavior 
training in accordance with the Standards of Training, Certification and 
Watchkeeping (STCW) convention mandated by the International 
Maritime Organization (IMO). Key issues taught are for crew members 
to be firm in their actions and self-assured. 
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An example of problems faced in the training is that 60 percent of guests 
in an emergency situation do nothing at first. They find the situation 
unbelievable and continue to gamble, drink, sleep, eat, do whatever they 
were doing or maybe just stare into space. So the crew must be able to 
persuade them to take action swiftly. 

For those employees that are shore-based, Michiel Versteeg, Director, 
Compliance Programs, manages the Incident Command Center and 
organizes periodic drills and exercises so that, in the unlikely event of a 
shipboard emergency, adequate assistance can be provided. 

There are various contingency plans for different types of crises. There 
may be incidents on board ships or ashore, or there may be natural 
disasters such as earthquakes, tsunamis, and mudslides that affect 
company employees. International maritime law requires a ship to render 
assistance whenever another ship is in distress. Rescue Coordination 
Centers all over the world have the authority to do so. In particular, cruise 
ships with large numbers of supplies, medical assistance, and other 
facilities onboard are likely to be assigned to take charge of on-scene 
rescue until the Coast Guard arrives. As an example, one of Holland 
America Line’s cruise ships was called to the site of a cargo ship taking 
on water off the coast of Cuba. The crew members rendered assistance 
by providing dewatering equipment, which kept the cargo ship afloat. 

Rescuing persons at sea is an expected but not common event, but it 
is a part of maritime law. Elvejord said, “You help your brothers, like 
using your cell phone when you see an accident on the freeway.” 

So assimilated drills and exercises are critical for emergency 
preparedness and Holland America Line’s business operation. Some are 
as long as two days; others take two-three hours. Participants in shore- 
based exercises not only include land-based employees but may also 
include external partners such as the U.S. Coast Guard, U.S. Customs, 
FBI, FEMA, state (Department of Public Health, state troopers, 
Department of Environmental Conservation), and local agencies 
(firefighters, police, etc.). 

To facilitate any interaction with these agencies, the cruise line adopted 
the Incident Command System in accordance with the National Incident 
Management System. This provides a systematic, proactive approach to 
guide departments and agencies of all levels of government, non- 
governmental organizations and the private sector to work seamlessly to 
prevent, protect against, respond to, recover from, and mitigate the effects 
of incidents regardless of cause, location, or complexity in order to reduce 
the loss of life and property and harm to the environment. 

In August, 2009, a simulated exercise was held in Juneau, Alaska, 
aboard Holland America Line’s Veendam, together with the local author- 
ities. The created scenario was that there was a fire aboard the cruise ship, 
and the local fire department as well as the Coast Guard participated. 
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For 3% hours, the participants tested communications, equipment, and 
response skills and simulated getting passengers away from the fire and 
the ship, and safely evacuating them to a nearby school. 

A larger multi-agency two-day exercise was conducted in April, 2009, 
and organized by the U.S. Coast Guard, Holland America Line, U.S. 
Customs and Border Patrol, and local authorities in Ketchikan. The 
exercise consisted of a tabletop exercise and an actual simulated exercise 
involving about 100 volunteers that acted as guests and responded to a 
simulated incident with a large passenger vessel. 

Each organization in the drill has its own set of objectives in the drill 
plus objectives shared by all participants. The shared objectives include 
but are not limited to the following: 


e Coordinate rescue and assistance action plans for the evacuation and 
transportation of evacuees from the incident site to designated 
landing/recovery sites. 

e Account for passengers and crew with 100 percent accuracy by the 
end of the exercise. 

e Implement a shore-side support plan for evacuees that includes triage 
and medical services, local transportation, sheltering, and personal 
care. 

e Establish and operate a joint “media plan” for response to an elevated 
public affairs demand to the given scenario. 

e Establish timely communications and information exchange between 
the ship, industry Emergency Operations Center, response agencies, 
and impacted port community. 

e Establish an Emergency Call Center and an industry website to serve 
as a point of information for family and friends and crew members 
sheltered at the location. 


Holland America Line’s objectives include the following: 


e Improve overall Incident Command Center readiness and effective- 
ness. 

e Activate an Emergency Call Center and a Holland America Line 
website to serve as a point of information for family and friends of 
guest and crew members. 

e Coordinate a public affairs plan for the planning and execution phases 
of the event. 

e Establish video conferencing with the Coast Guard command. 
Exercise and evaluate the system if the technology is available. 

e Provide all Holland America Line Crisis Action and Emergency 
Response Team members with incident response training. 
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Incident Command Center 


The company also maintains a fully equipped, ready to use Incident 
Command Center in case of major news-making crises or disasters. The 
center has established stations for various department representatives 
(media relations, guest programs, risk management, etc.) who will need 
to be present during a crisis. The stations have computers and telephones; 
supplies; LCD television screens that can be tuned to different networks 
and cable stations; video conferencing equipment; surround systems; 
organizational charts; clocks set for various time zones including the site 
of the crisis; everything needed. Employees from Public Relations such as 
Andrews and Elvejord need only come into the office and they can 
immediately begin the media relations aspect of the crisis communications. 
Every four weeks, the equipment is tested for readiness. 

The center is located in Holland America Line’s headquarters in Seattle; 
Versteeg said the company is looking toward establishing a similar setup 
off site in case of the unlikely event that the headquarters office is not 
usable. This is an advisable preparation—as businesses in New York’s 
World Trade Center realized after the 9/11 tragedy. When there is no 
office, no command center, no phones or computers, what happens? 
Management needs to communicate not only with the news media but 
also with employees and perhaps their families as well as other publics. 

Holland America Line has consistently been rated among the top cruise 
lines by Condé Nast Traveller Readers’ Choice Awards and Travel & 
Leisure World’s Best Awards. It earned the High Deluxe Five-Star Rating 
by the World Ocean & Cruise Liner Society, and for 17 consecutive years 
it was the Best Overall Cruise Value by the World Ocean & Cruise Liner 
Society and Ocean & Cruise News. 


Case: US Airways and the Emergency Landing 
in the Hudson 


James Olson joined US Airways as Vice President, Corporate Com- 
munications, in April, 2008, from Waggener Edstrom Worldwide, a 
technology-focused PR agency based in Seattle. One of his first tasks was 
to consider the company’s crisis communications plan. The plan had been 
developed years before and basically suffered from additions deemed 
important by later teams. It was 125 pages and Olson said, “Every name 
was out of date.” 

So, in October, 2008, he and his department organized to make the 
plan more user-friendly. It was cut to fewer than 15 pages and included 
only elements needed if there was a crisis “now.” 

In mid-December, 2008, the company had a “tabletop drill.” The drill 
was a simulated catastrophic accident. The corporate communications 
team also had a half-day summit that involved first-responder teams from 
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other areas of the company, including marketing, emergency planning, 
information technology, and the external crisis response agency, Weber 
Shandwick. 

The drill was just in time. Each executive and each member of the 
communications team recalls where they were and what they were doing 
on January 15 when they learned that US Airways Flight 1549 leaving 
New York’s LaGuardia Airport for Charlotte, North Carolina, was down. 

Elise Eberwein (Executive Vice President, People and Communications) 
was ona flight from Phoenix to Charlotte heading for a vacation. As soon 
as she landed, she abandoned thoughts of vacation and took the next flight 
to LaGuardia. 

Michelle Mohr (Senior Manager, Corporate Communications) was in 
her office at the Charlotte hub. The troubled plane was heading to 
Charlotte so Mohr began to prepare for the local news media that would 
descend on the airport. 

Morgan Durrant (Senior Manager, Corporate Communications) was 
based in Philadelphia and was in his office. On hearing the first report, 
he caught the next flight to LaGuardia to provide on-site support. 

CEO Doug Parker was in the Tempe, Arizona, headquarters company 
boardroom meeting with bankers. Senior Vice President of Public Affairs 
C. A. Howlett entered the room and told Parker there was a report that 
a plane was down. Parker dashed back to his office and saw the Airbus 
320 floating in the Hudson River on television. He told the bankers the 
problem and dismissed them immediately; the boardroom was the 
designated corporate command center. 

Olson was meeting in his Phoenix office with the Director of 
Information Technology to discuss the technology and phone demands 
and needs of the war room should there be a crisis. The IT director had 
just said that it would take about three months to install the needed 
equipment. 

Suddenly, a colleague burst into the office and said, “Jim ... sorry to 
interrupt but I think you’ll want to take this call. It’s Reuters (Wire 
Service) wanting a comment about one of our planes floating down the 
Hudson River.” Olson turned on the television, which is generally always 
on CNN. Without a word, the team went about setting up the crisis war 
room. The phones were installed within minutes (rather than months). 

Participants in the December drill were warned that despite the 
company’s sophisticated notification system, if there were an actual crisis, 
they would probably be notified by the news media. Reuters called and 
they tuned in to CNN and received confirmation when they saw the plane 
afloat. 

Olson and the communications team activated the emergency response 
plan immediately. He said his BlackBerry was “burning in my hand with 
people seeking information.” 
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He rushed back to the office where the rest of the Phoenix-based 
Corporate Communications staff of six were already writing the first 
news release. Olson said, 


It is our goal that the initial news release should go out within 15 
minutes of a crisis. There are templates for press releases that were 
available, but this was a “moving accident site.” All the templates 
did not fit the situation. 


The site and the information were changing rapidly. So updates were 
made as information was confirmed. Information had to be substantiated 
by the airline before it could be distributed. News media often go with 
one source in the interest of immediacy and beating the competition, but 
the Corporate Communications team at US Airways was determined to 
be more accurate than fast. 

Even though numerous media outlets were reporting that all passengers 
were safe within 90 minutes of the emergency landing, US Airways could 
not make that announcement on its website or on social media networks 
until it had confirmed personally with each passenger or a family member. 
This could not be done immediately because the ferries that rescued 
passengers took them to various places. As the ferries took them to both 
sides of the Hudson River, the passengers dispersed to hotels or the homes 
of friends and family, and some even headed back to the airport to catch 
the next flight to Charlotte. 

The news media, especially television and online media, often get facts 
wrong in their quest to be first rather than factual. An organization in 
crisis cannot afford to take this chance. It serves its customers and 
employees first or it will lose customers and the respect of employees— 
reactions organizations cannot or should not risk. It cannot guess or 
estimate when lives are in question. 


When News is Wrong, When Experts are 
Not Experts 


An illustration of this dilemma took place on November 5, 2009, when 
12 people were killed and 31 wounded at Fort Hood, the military base 
in Killeen, Texas. CNN—on the air with continuous coverage—and 
networks reported that Major Hassan, the gunman, was himself killed 
by civilian police. 

For more than four hours, this “fact” was reported over and over. Also, 
the anchors advised viewers repeatedly that there would be a news 
conference “at any minute.” At about 9:15 p.m. EST, Fort Hood finally 
held the news conference, led by spokesperson Lt. General Robert Cone. 
Cone and the Public Affairs staff had without doubt monitored television 
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news, saw the errors, and felt the pressure to make announcements. 
Nevertheless, they did not come forward until they had facts. The first 
fact was a correction of the error made all evening. Hassan was not 
killed, but injured and in custody. Cone said, “I would say his death is 
not imminent.” 

A few minutes later, the Larry King Show was broadcast, and King 
mentioned again that the gunman was not deceased and said something 
about how it is expected that errors will be made in breaking news. That 
seems to be the nature of today’s news media, in the post-Cronkite era. 

King’s show that night had as guests Dr. Phil McGraw, former POW 
Shoshana Johnson, and Tom Kenniff of the U.S. Army. The conversation 
was why Hassan had shot so many people, or shot anybody. Certainly 
none of them knew why, but it was exciting conversation about a timely 
issue. Kenniff said Hassan was an Islamist committing a terrorist act. The 
others were incensed at Kenniff and said Hassan had a mental health 
problem. None of them actually knew. All of them were non-expert 
experts in this arena. 

The non-expert expert, seen on television and frequently online, appeals 
to viewers on emotion not fact, a threat to any organization or individual 
in crisis. The term “non-expert expert” was coined for the first three 
editions of this textbook in a case titled “Cellular Phones and the Cancer 
Scare.” Ken Woo, then a media relations manager for Cellular One, used 
the term to describe David Reynard, a recent widower and a father whose 
wife had died of brain cancer. On the Larry King Show, he blamed the 
cancer on her usage of a cellular phone, which, he said, she held near the 
tumor. Also on the show was a scientist who had studied cellular 
technology for years and said the power output from cellular phones was 
too low to damage human tissue. However, viewers chose not to believe 
any of her scientific data because, after all, Reynard’s wife had died. He 
was sad. He had a motherless child. The show even showed video of the 
wife before she died saying she used the phone “a lot.” As the phone calls 
poured in, the cellular phone crisis was born for cellular carriers. They 
all developed crisis communications campaigns, but basically the crisis 
ended because people did not really want to give up the convenience of 
cell phones. 


Getting It Right Takes Time 


So US Airways wanted to get the facts right. An emergency response 
“bridge line” was established, through which key company personnel— 
Operations, Customer Relations, Corporate Communications, Legal and 
Regulatory teams—were either participants in the phone calls between 
key first responders who were communicating with the crew and the 
Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) or listening to the conversations. 
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It was during this call that Olson learned that all 150 passengers and 
the five members of the crew had been safely evacuated. Olson said, 


One of our guys at the OCC [Operations Control Center] came on 
the line and said, “This is preliminary, but I just spoke to the captain 
[Sullenberger] and he tells me he walked up and down the aisle and 


he thinks everyone is off the plane safely.” 


US AIRWAYS PRESS RELEASE 


US Airways Flight 1549 Initial Report 


Tempe, Ariz—(Business Wire)—Jan. 15, 2009—US Airways (NYSE: LCC) 
flight 1549, an Airbus A320 en route to Charlotte from LaGuardia, has 
been involved in an accident in New York approximately 3:03 p.m. Eastern 
Time. 

Airline officials are in direct contact with local, state and national 
authorities and are cooperating fully with emergency response efforts. US 
Airways’ primary concern at this time is for those on board the airplane 
and their families. 

US Airways is confirming passenger and crew on board the aircraft and 
will issue additional information as soon as possible. At this point, no 
additional details can be confirmed. 

Individuals who believe they may have family members on board flight 
1549 may call US Airways at |-800-679-8215 within the United States. 
This number can be reached toll-free from international locations though 
AT&T’s USADirect®. Then contact an AT&T operator—please visit 
www.usa.com/traveler for USADirect® access codes. 

US Airways will provide additional information as it becomes available. 
Please monitor usairways.com for the latest information. (LCCG). 


—LCC 
CONTACT: 

US Airways 

Media Relations 
Source: US Airways 


Figure | 1.4 This news release was the first one that US Airways disseminated after 


Flight 1549 made an emergency landing in the Hudson River. Courtesy 
of US Airways. 
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People watching television news and computer reports also heard 
about Captain “Sully” Sullenberger going back through the plane to 
make sure all were off. Fear at US Airways turned to relief shared by 
people everywhere as they watched the passengers standing along the 
slightly submerged wings seemingly standing on water. 

Corporate Communications put up its customer and media website 
dedicated to Flight 1549 within 30 minutes of notification of the accident. 
This was the initial primary source for customers and the news media. 
The first news release was issued in 45 minutes (see Figure 11.4). The 
CEO conducted a press briefing covered by nearly every network and news 
outlet within about 90 minutes. As more information was learned, 
additional news releases and internal messages followed in the hours and 
days that followed (see Figure 11.5). 

Olson recalled, 


The Corporate Communications team also worked with our mar- 
keting team to leverage search engines like Yahoo and Google by 
purchasing key word terms related to the Flight 1549 emergency 
landing and directing them to the dedicated Flight 1549 micro site. 


Several crisis management/communications actions emanating from 
the company took place immediately. The Care Team of employees 


CONTINUING PRESS RELEASES 
Our goal is to issue the first press release (which acknowledges the 
accident and provides initial details) within 15 minutes of notification. 


Press Release #1: Initial report. Flight number, aircraft type, O&D, location 
of accident, time, time zone 


Press Release #2: Includes initial report information, adds number of 
passengers and crew 


Press Release #3: Follow-up release containing remarks from initial press 
conference 


Press Release #4: Information on aircraft (age, hours, last checks) 


Press Release #5: Details on crew 


Figure 11.5 As new information was available, that information was added to 
subsequent news releases. 
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trained from various work groups was dispatched to New York, where 
they provided cell phones and clothing for passengers, and to Charlotte, 
to provide on-site support to family members. The Family Support Hotline 
was a special toll-free phone number set up for family members to call 
to get information on the status of their loved ones. The Passenger and 
Crew Manifest Reconciliation is a crucial process of confirming the 
whereabouts and safety of all passengers and crew. The confirmation from 
Captain Sullenberger was assumed to be correct, but each and every 
person had to be accounted for and confirmed to have survived. Someone 
had to determine where they all were and make contact with them. Olson 
said this process took 24 hours. 

Later, in an article in BusinessWeek, writer Dean Foust praised the 
airline’s care of passengers, calling the process “a model of crisis manage- 
ment” (Foust, 2009). In the article, James J. Hanks, Jr., a Baltimore 
attorney, was quoted as praising not only the pilot and crew but also the 


FLIGHT 1549 LESSONS LEARNED 


Be Prepared. 

e Have an integrated plan. 
e Test it! 

e Use It! 


Be Fast. 
e First press release issued 40 minutes after accident. 
e First CEO press briefing within first two hours of accident. 


Be Accessible. 

e 100+ calls an hour answered. 

e Established media war room within ten minutes of accident. 

e Established PR presence at origin, destination and crash site (in part 
through PR agency support and local team members). 


Be Engaged. 
e Share information with employees early and often. 
e Partner with NTSB, FAA and manufacturer PR teams. 


Be Compassionate. 
¢ Balance facts with emotion. 


Figure 11.6 James Olson, US Airways Vice President, Corporate Communications, 
developed this list of lessons learned based on challenges he faced in 
handling crisis communications after the emergency landing. 

Courtesy of James Olson. 
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US Airways Care Team for providing free hotel rooms, warm meals, and 
dry clothing. 

The Go-Team consisting of CEO Parker, a managing director of the 
Finance Team, members of the Care Team—about 50 employees 
altogether—carried special emergency credit cards and cash to first 
responders to be used to book hotel rooms and to buy clothing and other 
essentials for passengers whose personal belongings, including wallets, 
were left on the plane. Passengers were ordered to leave everything not 
attached to them on the plane. 

Before the day of the emergency landing was over, New York Mayor 
Bloomberg informed officials that there would be a news conference the 
following morning, and he wanted CEO Parker to be present to honor 
the crew as well as the first responders. 

The January 26 news conference was announced in a news release 
along with the CEO’s remarks applauding the crew, police, ferry boat 
operators, water taxis, EMTs (emergency medical technicians), the Office 
of Emergency Management, the American Red Cross, the Salvation Army, 
and others. 

On January 17, a letter from the CEO was sent to Flight 1549’s 
passengers informing them how they might get their personal belongings 
from the plane and what the process would entail. A check for $5,000 
was enclosed to cover immediate expenses and a separate check to 
reimburse the costs of the original airfare. The services of the airline’s 
Family Support Center were offered. 

On January 21, another letter went to passengers again offering the 
services of the Customer Care Team and promising to make efforts to 
recover personal items from the submerged plane. All passengers were 
informed that they would be extended Chairman’s Preferred status, the 
most prestigious flier level, through March, 2010. 

There was some success recovering passengers’ belongings (see Figure 
11.7). YouTube showed a dramatic video of the plane being raised. 

The Corporate Communications team’s work was not done even after 
passengers and crew were safely at home. The entire Flight 1549 crew 
appeared on CBS’s 60 Minutes, about a month after the incident. They 
were interviewed by Katie Couric in one of the airline’s maintenance 
hangars in Charlotte. In the 12 months after the emergency water landing, 
the crew conducted dozens of interviews and were reunited in New York 
City with many of the passengers and first responders on the one-year 
anniversary. Captain Sully again made news when he returned to the 
cockpit on October 1, 2009 (see Figure 11.8). The one-year anniversary 
activities included a trip back out on the Hudson River at the precise time 
of day and the precise location where the plane landed a year earlier. 

The incident soon became known as “The Miracle on the Hudson,” 
a term that Parker does not like. “I believe that ‘Pride’ is a better 
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characterization,” he said. There was nothing miraculous about the 
flawless efforts of the crew. He preferred to think that all US Airways 
pilots and crews would perform in the same excellent manner. As Capt. 
Sullenberger said, “I know I can speak for the entire crew when I tell you 
we were simply doing the jobs we were trained to do.” 

The company hosted an employee ceremony praising the many 
employees who were directly involved in the response. A special video of 
the event and media coverage was distributed. 


FLIGHT 1549 


Returning [to Charlotte] from the New York-based investment 
company that she is president of, [Maryann] Bruce had schlepped 
through LaGuardia Airport with a ... laptop, briefcase, purse, a 
mink coat and a carry-on suitcase. 


The diamond ring she ... received on her 25th wedding 
anniversary “. . . must’ve smashed my finger,” says Bruce. “By the 
time I got to the plane my finger was black and blue.” 


So she stashed the ring in a jewelry pouch in her carry-on in the 
overhead compartment. When the plane landed and the flight 
attendant ordered everyone off, “I knew I had to get off the plane 
even though the ring was up there.” 


“After being rescued, I thought I might get my suitcase back,” 
she says “but I thought someone might steal the jewelry . . .” 


... US Airways’ [Deborah] Thompson flew to Charlotte to 
personally deliver Bruce’s ... ring ... and [it] looked like new. 
“Oh my God, I got it back,” Bruce says she thought. 


... Another item that came back, a little worse for wear but still 
legible: Bruce’s boarding pass for seat 5D, Flight 1549. 


“I plan on framing that,” she says. 


Excerpt from “Belongings Once Lost are Found Again” by Marilyn Adams, 
USA Today, Wednesday, May 20, 2009 


Figure | 1.7 This excerpted story in USA Today tells a positive story of the efforts 
US Airways made to satisfy customers on flight 1549 (Adams, 2009). 
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Figure | 1.8 Captain Chesley “Sully” Sullenberger (left) became a celebrity after 
safely landing the US Airways jet in the Hudson. He made numerous 
public appearances and his return to work on October |, 2009 made 
news again. Here, he and co-pilot Jeffery Skiles prepare for the 
October | flight. Reproduced by permission of Getty Images. 


US Airways merged with American Airlines in 2015 and discontinued 
the US Airways brand name. The final flight from San Francisco to 
Philadelphia on October 17, 2015 made news and aviation history. Jim 
Olson had already left the airlines to lead Global Corporate Communica- 
tions and Public Affairs at Starbucks in Seattle. In early 2016, he departed 
Starbucks to be Senior V.P. of Corporate Communications at United 
Airlines. 
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